Chapter 11

Usability Plans

yoo-z>'bil-at-€ plan (n.)

A document describing the objectives and approach for

conducting a usability test.




The usability test plan describes the goals, method, and
approach for a usability test. The rest plan includes several
difterent ::orﬁponems, from profiles of participants to an
outline of a discussion with users. The test plan described
liere incorporarcs rest objectives, test logistics, user profiles,
and the script.

Usability testing is an essential part of the web design diec.
In a nuishell, it’s a technique for soliciting feedback on the
design of a web site. Usabi lity testing is usually conducied
On one participant ar a tine and aemprs to have partici-
pants use the site in as close to a real-world setting as pos-
sible. Design teans have different approaches 1o usability
testing al their disposal bul two crucial milestones remain
consistent—the plan describing what you wiil do during
tire test, and an account of what came out of (he test. This
chapter describes (he rest plan—the document YOU pre-
bare in advance of testing—and the next chapter describes
the report,

There are several aspects of a uszbility test that need plan-
ning, and some people give each its own document, Other
usability researchers create a single test plan, addressing
all aspects of the test in 2 single document. Thig chapier
will treat usabiliry test plans as single documents but will
indicate. where you might spiit the document if you need
to have several deliverahles.

WHAT MAKES A GOOD
USABILITY PLAN?

The basic elements of a asability test answer three ques-
tions: What do we want out of this test, how will we
conduct the test, and what wil] we ask users during the
test? With those questions answered, you've got the harest
information lecessary (o make a test happen.

Establishes Objectives

Objectives for a usability plan answer the question, “What
will we get out of rhis test?” For usability testing, objectives
establish boundaries and comstraints, allowing us io focus
on important areas o inform the design process. Imagine
we're designing a health encyclopedia for a medical insur-
ance company. The objectives for such a test might look

like this;

* Determine which versiou of the discase description page
helps users retain the most information abour a particu-
lar discase.

* Determine which version of (he discase description page
is the most actionable, giving users a clear idea of what
they can do next.

* Determine if the new navigation structure makes it easior
for users to locate a particuiar disease.

Centers on Scenarios

Test scenarios run from the general to the specific, For
example, in some cases YOur scenarios may be as straight-
forward as “present screen 16 user and ask for impressions.”
In other cases, you may wanl to ask the participant to
hmagine himselfin 2 specific situation and use the web site
to address the sitwation: “You have just come down with
the flu and you want to sec if any of YOUr symptoms put
you at high risk.”

Your plan should list, in one place, all the scenarios you'll
test. If necessary, you can elaborate on the scenarios on
separale pages. Ultjmatch;-: you need to create a ool for
the moderator to help him or her facilitate the (est,

TiP

How toWrite
Good Scenarios

Determining exactly what
scenarios to test is beyond
the scope of this book, but
not beyond the scope of The
Handboeok of Usabiiity Testing,
by Jelfrey Rubin and Dana
Chisnell,
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COMP Short for “composite,” a flat

screen design, not yet transformed
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Directs Moderator

The two main audiences for usability test plans are the
project stakeholders and the sest facililator—the person
doing most of the orchestration during the test. There
may he other players in the 1cst;péople taking notes,
people managing the facility, people working the record-
ing equipment—or there may be one person who does

it all. The facilitator may be someone on your team (i.e.,
you) or it may be a contractor or freelancer you've hired
for this purpose. In either case, make the script as specific
as possible.

During the test the moderator will be thinking about so
many things at the same time

what the participant is
doing right then, whether the recording devices are work-
ing, what will happen when the user clicks a button or
link—so the script needs to guide the moderator, and be

a source of comfort and focus whenever he or she looks
down al it.

Formatting your document like a script helps the modera-
tor distinguish between “stage directions” and things that
he or she needs to say 1o the participant. Other kinds of
useful information are specific questions to ask participants
as part of a scenario, what kinds of “gotchas” participants
might run into, and where 1o go next,

Acknowledges Limitations of Test
Materials

In the ideal world, every usability test will be run against

a fully operational prototype. {Perhaps by thé time you're
rt‘ading this, that will be true. Things move very guickly
around here.) More often than not, we find ourselves solic-
iting feedback on sketches, hacked-together PDFs, HTML
screens devoid of real content, or just one comp.

Can you still get reasonable usabiliiy results out of these
kinds of tests? As a designer, my philosephy is this: Some
fredback is better than no feedback. As a guy on the hook
for writing a test plan, I'm concerned wilh crafting a script
that acknowledges where our west materials falt short. The
plan should describe the materials used in the 1est and
highlight potential ubstacles in specific scenarios. Make
sure the script doesn’t ask moderators or participants to

do things that tite prototype, sketches, or comps can’t do.

‘i‘ips for Discussing Usability Plans

A test plan isn't a hard story to tell, especially if the project
team has hought into the idea of usability testing. While
other documents in this bock lend themselves to different
meeting structures, the only decision you'll need to make
for a usability test plan is how much time to spend on
cach seclion. '

If you have only one mecting to review a test plan, make
sure you cover each pari—don’t leave anything out—bur
you don’t need Lo go into great detail on the logistics

and methodology. If your stakeholders aren’t big “detail
people,” you can also just hit the high points of the script,
describing what scenarios you're testing and how thosc
correspond to the different functions or areas of the

web site,

Scope creep: Losing sight of objectives

When presented with the opportuity to talk te actual end
users. some stakeholders and team members are like kids
in a candy store. They may starl suggesting questions and
that are outside

tasks

reasonable though they might be
the scope of the test. Some stakehiolders may use the post:
test questicnnaire, for cxample, to solicit feedback about
other areas of their business, When this happens, the stake-
holders need a reminder about the purpose of the test.
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The flip side of this coin is that the suggested questions
and modifications may fall within the scope of your script,

but the script has become so long that there’s LG way to get
through itall in the titme allowed. This is 2 g£ood indication
that your objectives are not specific enough—ﬁthey’re not

serving as an effective filter ro keep the test focygeq

Usability newbies

Inevitably, you'li he presenting your test plan 1o 3 room-
ful of stakeholders, one or two of whom aren’t famijiar
with usability testing. They may start Guestioning the
purpose of the exercise, or worse, your methodology. 1t
your discussion is derailed by these kinds of questicns, you
should whip our your usability tesling elevaior pitch—he
three-sentence description that ar once gives an overview
of usability while shutting down chis line ofquestioning.
Don’t have a usability elevaror pitchi? This is your reminder
10 come up with one, or just use this one, free of charge:

Usability testing is a means for us to gather feedback
on the design of the Systemn in the context of specific
real-world tasks. By asking users to use the system
(or a reasonable facsimile) we can observe oppor-
tunities to improve the design, caiching them at this
stage of the design process rather than later when
changes would be more costly. Usability testing has
been built into the project plan singe day one, We
need to get through the plan because we have users
scheduled to come in next week, but if you want (o
talk further about usability testing, we can discusg it
after (he meeting.

Feel free to modify this (o suir your needs,

ANATOMY OF A PLAN

The content of the usability plan has 1o answer at least pwo
questions: Whag are you doing, and why are you doing it?

Icing on the cake in a usability plan includes describing
the methodology and the TECIUIling process, Providing a
detailed seripr comprises the ice cream on the side, (Either
I'm craving refined sugar or usability testing makes ine
think of birthday cake.)

\

Organizing Plans

Here's a good table of contens for a usability plan:

Chapter

Front matter i Cover

Table of contents

Executive summary

Methodology and Logistics

——

! Methodology overview
j Logistics and timeline
Recruiting

I
The Scenarios

One or more Pages, each describing
a single scenario for use during the
usability test

(may repeat this chapter if the
sCenarios vary by user group)

Next Steps | The test summary

! The test report

Table 11.1: The usability plan should provide a one-page summaty of the
whole test sg the project team has an at-a-glance understanding of what
itis all about, The scenarios chapter may be repeated if the test covers

multiple user groups, and each group has a substantially different set
of scenarigs,

k]

Summarizing the Plan

Describing the usahi lity activities on a single page helps
stakeholders and ather team members understand the'kinds
of information you will get oul of the test. Ir ses their
expeciations about what the test i and what it is nor.

Popsgsimarmeir e By

v



Figure 11.2: Summarizing participants
with a picture, relating them to
personnas.

What were talking to them about

Treve kinds of informuatiun
+ Leaming abrutanew neease bor i+ Treatment aguons
il e + Typical symplams ancl kit CaUSES

+ seeungn 3 diet exerone, and
farmiiar ddirase.

J e use caces

toshyle: changes
i o mifoem onhey . s tughlightie new Inghcators
RheseanilLidee - Studies lmifying new TRMIME

Figure 11.3: Listing scenarios describes
the content of the test. In some

cases, you might have to generalize or
consolidate scenarios.
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feithopes  HeatthEncydopedia Usabity Sy Tof 14
About the Test
Our objectives

+ Valitdate the local navigation structure in the cantext of a disease detail page.
+ Valigate the prioritization of information on disease detail pages.

« Compare iwo approaches to presenting tréatment options for a diseaze.

Whe we're talking to

The study comprises
Qnie-0n-one conversations
with twelve participants,
recruited from the general
public but mecting
spechic criteria

Patients

Health Professionals

Caregivers

What we're talking to them about
Three use cases Three kinds of information

« Learning abaut a new disease for the
first time,

- Treatment options

Tepical symptoms and known causes
- Seeking new information about a

- Prevention through diet, exercise, and
familiar disease.

lifestyle changes
+ Validating conflicting information they |

Swidies highlighting new indicators
have about a familiar disease.

+ Studies identifying new treatment
aptions.

When and where
C Ju‘|y‘\ and 2, 2010
- Brode Research Offices, Bethesda, MD

et g g ey

Figure 1.1: Summarizing the study on a single page answers the cenirel
questions about any usability test.

L

Who are you talking to?

The summary should describe the participants in the study:
A simple sentence suffices for the summary page:

We will talk to nine people: three caregivers, three
patients, and three doctors,

You can use personas, if you have them, describing
the range of recruits according to which profile or
behavioral dimensions they conform to.

Providing a rationale for your focus may require too much
space on a summary page. If recruiting, or the makeup of
your participant pool is a hot topic, consider giving it a
page unto itself

What are you asking them?

Frankly, if you can’t put a list of scenarios, generalized
aCTGSS USET groups, 0N your SUMmary page, your test might
be too long. A list of scenarios best conveys tie content of
the test.

What are you looking for?

By basing test objectives on user motivations, you get
objectives that look more Iike these examples for a ficti-
tious health encyclopedia:

+ To determine whether people who come o the site with
a specific illness in mind are satishied with how they
located relevant informartion.

« To determine whether pecople who are doing research on
behalf ol another person can easily refer someone else to
the information they find.

+ To understand how people who have just been diagnosed
with an illness want to revisit their research.

These objectives may be used together—nothing says your
test must have only one objective. Once you ve wriilen

up a couple, you can do a quick litmus test. If you stale
the objective in the form of a question, is it an answerable
question? To Lake the first (bad) example, the test design-
ers could ask themselves, “Ts this site easy to use?” which
would not be an easy question to answer. On the other
hand, you could probably easily answer the question, “Are
people who have a specific illness in mind satished with
how they found relevant information?”
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Scenarios

Scenarios make up the bread and butier of a usability plan.

They describe what imaginary situations participants face,
setling up a task or a challenge for them 1o address using

. the version of the site you put in front of them. {I dunno,

stating it like that makes it seem kinda mean.)

From the plan's perspective, a bare_hones scenario
consisis of

* Setup: The part you read to the participant so they
understand the situation.

* Expected results: The description of how (o deal with
the situation correctly.

* What's next: The mransition ro where users 40O next.

ASIDE

Moderating Usability Tests

Younever know what someone is going to say during the
course of a usability test. My experience shows that strong
scenarios with clear objectives for users to achieve keep the
test moving and focused, but that the conversation varies
from participant to participant. That said, having a list of
questions to serve as a guide for the conversation helps
remind the moderator (who may be gefting old and easily
forgets things he's supposed ta ask from one hour to the
nexi) about key topics, '

When describing a scenario in a test plan, typography is
more Important than pictures, (Showing screens of what
participants should be doing can be helpful, but the plan
has a more important function.) With typograply, you can
distinguish the three parts listed carlier.

Putting scenarios on separate pages can help the moderator
pace the test and provide a simple bookkeeping system for
tracking each scenario.

# eightshapes

& of 13

/. Learn about disease treatments

A frignd calls to let you know that she's just been diagnosed with Type 2 Diabetes.
You'e curious about what this means and want to learn more about the treatments
associated with this condition, What do you do?

[Allow prticipant te show you bis or her processfor onfine researching )
{Take user topage | of protot vpet

Imagine you conducted a web search and found your way to this site, What would
you do next?

Expected outcomes What's Next

= Particigants end up an*treatment options”pageof  + Ask participants how they feel about the quaiity ard
dfsease profile, quantiny of information.

« Participants gain 3 basic understanding of the + Ask participants ifthey fait like they had gotien
treatment aptions thraogh the "Treatimens At-a- Sufficient information or if they would search out
Glance” box, more,

wasewct: B e ptshaps jurity

Figure 11.4: The usability scenario description page may have a lot of
white space, but giving ore page to each scenario helos the moderator
pace the test,

Questions

£l

You can incorporate specific, targeted questions ahout the
scenario into the scenario description. With explicit ques-
tions, the plan starts to look even more like 3 script, giving
the moderator very specific things to say at specific times
during the session. Somewhere in between “swricr ques-
tions™ and “no questions” is “questions as conversation
guide.” I like having then I front of me.

Anatomyofa Plan 269
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ik Usabith
1 PO o - S Aok 14

Learn about discase treatmems

The Set-Up
A friend calls tolet you know that she's just been diagnosed with Type 2 Diabetes.
You're curious abaut what this means and want te learn more about the reatments
associated with this condition. What do you do?

[Atlaw participant to show you his or her process for onfing researchingd

{Take userto poge 1 of prototype.f
Imagine you conducted a web search and found your way to this site. What would
you do next?

Questions
When describing - Have you ever faced a sirilar scenario?
réscarchimethads + Da you always start research on new topics this way?

+ Da you ever try other research methods?

Before showing . Before | show you the page from this site, what kinds of
prototype things are you looking for to validate whether the site youTe
looking at has what you need?
+ Do youremember what site you found in the scenario you
described before?
After they find - Whatdo you expect lo see when you dick on “Treatment

treatment link Options™?

What kinds of information do you think will be on the
*Treatment Options’ page?
What kind of information will help you complete this task?

What’s Next

+ Ash participants how they leci about the quality and
uanuty of information.

+ Participants gain a basic understanding of the . Ask participants . they it like they had gotien
treatment options through the TTreatment At-3- sufhcient information o < thwy would seaich out
Glance” bere. mora.

Expected outcomes

- Paruapants end up on ‘Treatment opticns” page of
disease prehle,

mn e @ vighduge Ly

Figure 11.5: Adding questions to the usability page gives moderators a
clear set of topics to ask about cach scenario.

]

Scenario variations

The structure of the test might require varying the sce-
“narios. (There can be any number of reasons to da this, but
"the most common is that the scenario changes for different

types of users.) The structure of your plan should refleet

the nature of those variations,

If only one or Two scenarios vary, you cail creaie a separate
page for cach variation and place it inmediately following

the main scenario.

If the majority of scenarios vary, you should give them
thelr enwn chaprer. This is clean if each chapter reflects a
particular user group, for example. If user groups share
some scenarios, you may want to repeat them in each
chapter to make it easy (o follow along the flow of the test.
If you can get the common scenarios out of the way at the
beginning or end of a test, you can dedicate a chapter to
them before or after user-specific chapters.

I'd be hard-pressed to think of a reason to describe sce-
narios in an order other than the one you will use during
the course of the 1est. Reviewing a test plan, the project
team needs 1o understand how the test sessions themselves

will run.,

Pre-test and Post-test Questions

Some usability testing methodologies suggest that you

ask users questions before and afier the actual test. At the
beginning of the wst, before showing participants any
screens or prototypes, you can establish their expectations
with respect to the web site and their general level of expe-
rience. You can clarify their motivations for using your site
and flesh owt your profile of them.

The format for these questions will vary depending on
your methodology. Some usability testers ask the ques-
tions of the user in person, recording their answers by
hand. Others give participants a questionnaire that they
can answer separately, (This approach allows the facilitator
to spend more time focusing on the usability scenarios.)

If you decide to let participants answer the questions on
their own, you may want ta separate these questions into a
different document because it will be something you hand
(o them. In that case, you may need o format iv differently,
and—if the parricipant is to answer the questions without
imtervention from the facilitator—you'll certainly want to

be explicit abowt direciions,

Pre-test questions can help you get a handle on the user's
expectations and experience before sceing the site for the
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first time. Questions after the Lest can gauge overal! impres-
sions and allow general pain points and suggestions (o
surface. Formauing for pre-test and post-test questions can
include open-ended guestions and questions with pre-
defined responses.

Examples of open-ended questions:

+ We're developing a new system to support your sales
process. What are the most challenging tasks in the sales
process for you?

*+ The web site we're building is called FlulfyPuppies.com.
What do you think you'd find on this web site?

* What system do you currently use to manage your
family videos?

Examples of questions with predefined responses:

* Onascale of 1w 7, where | is strongly disagree and
7 is strongly agree, how would you raie this statement:
[ tound the web site easy 10 use.

» What level of Internet user are you? Beginner, intermedi-
ate, advanced?

* How long have you been involved with the sales process?

Regardless of how you deliver the questions 1o the partici-
panls, you should write the questions exactly as you intend
Lo ask them. This can help ensure that you ask the question

the same way every time.

v

Test Logistics and Recruiting

Good plans incorporate logistics and scheduling Whether
you need 1o state these explicitly in the document is up o
you. Summarizing the when-where-and-how of the test
on a single page might comfort stakeholders o know that
you've taken care of all those things, even if they don't see
all the litde details, You can also use this section to remind
the project team of the timeline. Generally they want to
know when they will see results.
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- Walidate the prioritization of infermation on disease detail pages.

- Campare two approaches o presenting treatment aptions for a disease.

Who we're talking to

The saudy comprises
GO CONASATNS
weth twelue participants,
eecnited from the general
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7. Estabbsh preferences . . )
8. Send guestiontonuseonaall, L . . P s
9. Send research stusdy wnformation to friend 18
Figure 11.6: Varying the structure of the usability plan to reflect
the structure of the test.

What we're talking to them about &
Thies use ¢ 8
+ Learning
wn When and where
- Seel {ngnr
fmirdl ' and 2, 2010
¢ Validatfrc
e « Brode Research Offices, Bethesda, MD

When and where
- Julyland2, 2016
- Brode Rescarch Offices, Bethesda, MD

B L

Figure 11.7: Test logistics summarized as a simple
when and where can satisfy even the most curious
project team.

Anatomy of a Plan

27



S ETRI

e

ey

i

gt
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Detailed Recruiting Information
and Screener

Although the logistics information frem carlier elements
should reference the kinds of people you'd like to recruit,
you can always provide more detail. The more complex
the test, the more detail you'll want 1o give because you
may be testing dilferent user groups. Defining profiles for
each group allows you to design an appropriate test for
each group. If you've done user personas (described in the
previous chapter) you can draw straight from those. Here's
a user profile for a parenting web site:

The Day job Parent needs to work outside the home.
He sees his kids in the morning, maybe drops them
off at the bus stop, and then sees them again in the
evening, when he comes home from work, The Day
Job Parent may steai a glance at this web site during a
lunch break, secking advice on specific child -rearing
problems. He may spend a bit more time on the

site in the evening after the kids are in bed. In the
Day Job Parent’s house, both spouses work. They are
both familiar with Internet technologies, and have
shopped and researched health issues online.

High-level descriplions of users are one thing, but actu-
ally finding people who meet those criteria is another. 1f
you don’t have immediate access 1o people from the rarger
audience, you need o put together a screener A sereener is
a set of questions 10 ask potential participants Lo sec if they
fit your needs for the usability 1est.

You can cmbed the screener right in the plan, e show the
Rl >, . " "

project team what tools you will use to recrubt paricipants.

[f you don't have a screener at the time you share the plan,

insert a summary describing the kinds of eriteria you'll use.

Such a starting point gives the project team something to
react 10, and the recruiting agency a sense of what you're
looking for.

Some screener questions are pretty straightforward, ask-
ing about experience with using the Iniernet or shop-
ping online. Some will be more specific to your pariicular
application. For example, for the fictitious online health
encyclopedia, your screener might seek out people who
have recently been to the doctor, or who visited a health
site in the last three months. Such questions will help nar-
row the pool of applicants 10 those who best match your
target user group.

Usually, recruiting from the general public is done by a
recruiling agency. They have a large list of people to draw
from. If you're using an outside agency, you'll need to
provide as much detail in the screener as possibie. Indicate
when a particular answer 10 a question should eliminate a
potential participant. Indicate quotas for particular answers.
You may want, for example, half your participants to have
visited a health site in the last three months, and half to
never have visited a health site,

THE BEST-LAID PLANS

Gauging the usability of our design work is 2 method and
process undergoing change. Whereas lab-based testing
{recruiting participants, bringing them to a lab, watching
them use the product) has been entrenched for years, it

is being supplemented with other forms of testing. Tech-
nologies allow designers to watch people use web sites

in real-time, gathering dala as it happens. We can recruit
people from across the globe, ask them o participate in
an unmoderated usability study, and aggregate data across
multiple sessions—all from the comfort of our desk.

These capabilities have raised some worthwhile and diffi-
cult questions in the design community. How much should
design decisions be informed by data? Must we respond

to every usability problem surfaced? How much feedback
is too much feedback? For years we souglit to be closer Lo
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the target audience, to he able to watch them in real-rime
and solicit input. Now that such a technique is a reality, we
wonder if we should be careful about what we wish for,

To me, these controversies point o more careful planning,
an increasing necd to establish the parameters for studying
users relative 1o the product. A document answering some
basic questions provides, in a sense, a contract. Everyone
on tite project should have a shared understanding ol what
kind of information wilt come out of a usability study and
how that information will be used.

A good usability plan does more than just incorporate
some clever scriptwriting and scenario-building, 1t esiab-
lishes a role for the usability test in the design process. It
moderates the voice of the user, couching it in 2 context
that helps the project team interpret the results. It positions
that input among the countless others the design team
needs to accommodate.

[n assembling a usability plan, it can become easy to get
lost in planning logistics, writing scenarios, composing
interview questions, There is a lot to think about. 1n light of
all of it, keeping things focused on the ultimate objectives
is hard. And I'm not talking aboul the objectives for the
test (though that’s pretty hard, teo). The ultimate objec-
tive is informing the design process. A good usability plan
must imply, if not articulate explicitly, how the design team
will incorporate the results; and how they will integrate

it into the landscape of the project, treating it not as a
stand-alone activity, bur as a constant source of feedback
and inspiration.




